
MINISTRY AS SERVANTHOOD 
  

Harold Wells, East Plains, Aug 28, 2022.
  

John 13: 1-17; Eph. 4: 1-6, 11-13. 
  

Next Sunday we have a new minister on board:  Rev. Jan McCormick will be with us by 
appointment, full time, for at least three years.  
  

It seems a good time to reflect on what is meant by ‘ministry’.
  

What does this word mean?  Why are our church leaders called ‘ministers’ rather than 
priests?  And isn’t ‘ministry’ broader than just the ordained ministry?  Aren’t we all 
‘ministers’ in one way or another? 
  

These are the questions we’re exploring this morning.
  

I’m reminded of an occasion many years ago, when I was visiting a hospital, wearing a 
clerical collar (also known as a ‘dog collar’).  I stepped onto the elevator, and a mother 
and her little girl were standing there.  
  

The little girl seemed amazed to see me, a man with a clergy collar.  Her mouth fell open
and her eyes popped.  “A priest!” she said. 
  

Obviously this little girl, apparently from a Roman Catholic family, thought that a priest 
was something very special and remarkable. She was amazed to see one actually step 
into the elevator. 
  

Her mother was a little embarrassed, and shushed up her little daughter.  Then the 
mother turned to me, and said:  “Good morning, father.”  
  

I smiled in a friendly way and said:  “Good morning.  But, you know, you can’t really 
call me ‘father’, because I’ve got four kids.”  “Oh!’  she laughed, “you’re a minister!”
  

But where does this word ‘minister’ come from?  
    

Well, in the older English translations of the New Testament, the words ‘minister’ and 
‘ministry’ sometimes render the Greek words that mean ‘servant’ and ‘service’.  
  

‘Diakonos’ and ‘diakonia’. (I don’t expect you to remember those words.)
  

But it’s worth knowing that these words actually mean ‘servant’ and ‘service’ or 
‘servanthood’.  
  

So we might almost say:  A new ‘servant’ is coming to East Plains next week.  
  

A minister is simply a servant. A servant of God, a servant of the people.  
  

However, this can be a little confusing, because it’s obvious that ALL Christians are 
called to be servants, and to practice ‘servanthood’. In that sense, then, we are ALL 
‘ministers’.
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So, let’s sort this out and explore what ‘ministry’ or servanthood really means. I’ll 
discuss this under three headings, using this morning’s biblical texts, along with some 
others.
  

First, the ministry or servanthood of Jesus Christ; secondly, the ministry or servanthood 
of all the people; and finally, the ministry or servanthood of the ordered or ordained 
minister.
  

First, and most important, the ministry of Jesus Christ:  
  

In the gospel of Mark, in the older English translation, we read that Jesus came “not to 
be ministered to, but to minister.” So there’s the English word ‘minister’.
  

More recent translations render it, that he came “not to be served, but to serve.”   
  

We know, from the gospel stories of Jesus, that he was a man of great compassion who 
went about doing good: healing, and defending the poor and the sick, befriending the 
friendless and marginalized.  
  

His life of service, reaching out to those on the underside of society, angered the 
powerful, and led to his death on the cross.  
  

The most dramatic example of Jesus’ servanthood is found in the text we read from John
this morning about his washing of the disciples’ feet.
  

It was, of course, a deeply symbolic act. 
  

The washing of feet was highly relevant to that time.  People wore no shoes, or perhaps 
something like sandals. (We hear nothing of ‘socks’.) And people walked not on 
pavement, but on dusty roads and pathways. 
You can imagine how their feet grew hot and tired and dirty, and it was a great comfort 
to them for someone to wash their feet. 
  

Not everyone got their feet washed, of course.  It was usually more privileged people, 
especially those who possessed servants or slaves, who would receive this favour on a 
regular basis. 
  

In fact, foot washing this was typically a very humble task, widespread throughout the 
ancient Near East, including Romans and Greeks, as well as Jews. It might often have 
been done by a woman for her husband.
  

But it was typically the job of a very lowly servant, most often a woman servant or 
slave, to kneel and wash feet. 
  

By performing this service for his disciples, Jesus identified himself with the lowliest 
and most humble of working people, low ranking servants, or slaves, and especially 
women servants or slaves. 
  

So it’s remarkable that, though he was held in high respect and reverence by his 
followers, he made himself one with lowliest of all working people.
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He actually got down on his knees, washed their feet, and gently dried them with the 
towel, with which he was girded.
  

For most people of that time, Jesus, stooping and kneeling to wash feet, would have 
appeared to be a very weak man, really a kind of wimp, lowering himself in that way to 
the status of a slave, even a woman slave.  
  

It would be seen as undignified for any man to do such a thing. 
  

A strong man, after all, asserts himself, right? - commands others to wash his feet, and in
no way gets down on his knees in the service of anyone!
  

The disciple Peter reacts angrily to the whole idea.  He is appalled to see Jesus kneeling 
before him.  “You will never wash my feet!” he says.  “I will never see you humbled in 
this way!”
  

But Jesus insists.  He says to Peter: “If I do not wash you, you have no part in me.”   
  

“You call me teacher and Lord,” he says.  “But if I, your teacher and Lord, have washed 
your feet, you ought also to wash one another’s feet.     
  

In this way Jesus was introducing a new, revolutionary idea:  that true leadership, true 
authority, true strength, lies not in domination, but in humble service.  
  

Referring back again to the text in Mark 10, when Jesus was asked by his disciples who 
would be greatest in his Kingdom, he replied:  
  

the rulers of this world  “become tyrants,” lording it over others, “but it will not be so 
among you,” for “whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever would be first among you, must be slave of all.”
  

Interesting that two different Greek words are used here:  “diakonos” which means 
“servant,” and “doulos,” which means “slave.”
  

His followers, then, are to be “servants” and even “slaves” of others - voluntarily.  
  

But I don’t really think that Jesus intends anyone actually to be a “slave,” which, strictly 
speaking, means someone owned by someone else; a slave has no rights, she’s totally 
exploited for her labour by those who have literally bought her with money.  
  

No one is that kind of save voluntarily.
  

Jesus is using the word ‘slave’ here to emphasize his point.  A follower of Jesus will 
resemble a slave, in his or her humility, and availability to work hard for the well-being 
of others. 
  

It’s clear that Jesus wants dignity and respect for everyone, and this cannot include 
actual slavery. Jesus is calling for true servanthood, which is the opposite of slavery.  
  

He actually got down on his knees, washed their feet, and gently dried them with the 
towel, with which he was girded.
  

For most people of that time, Jesus, stooping and kneeling to wash feet, would have 
appeared to be a very weak man, really a kind of wimp, lowering himself in that way to 
the status of a slave, even a woman slave.  
  

It would be seen as undignified for any man to do such a thing. 
  

A strong man, after all, asserts himself, right? - commands others to wash his feet, and in
no way gets down on his knees in the service of anyone!
  

The disciple Peter reacts angrily to the whole idea.  He is appalled to see Jesus kneeling 
before him.  “You will never wash my feet!” he says.  “I will never see you humbled in 
this way!”
  

But Jesus insists.  He says to Peter: “If I do not wash you, you have no part in me.”   
  

“You call me teacher and Lord,” he says.  “But if I, your teacher and Lord, have washed 
your feet, you ought also to wash one another’s feet.     
  

In this way Jesus was introducing a new, revolutionary idea:  that true leadership, true 
authority, true strength, lies not in domination, but in humble service.  
  

Referring back again to the text in Mark 10, when Jesus was asked by his disciples who 
would be greatest in his Kingdom, he replied:  
  

the rulers of this world  “become tyrants,” lording it over others, “but it will not be so 
among you,” for “whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever would be first among you, must be slave of all.”
  

Interesting that two different Greek words are used here:  “diakonos” which means 
“servant,” and “doulos,” which means “slave.”
  

His followers, then, are to be “servants” and even “slaves” of others - voluntarily.  
  

But I don’t really think that Jesus intends anyone actually to be a “slave,” which, strictly 
speaking, means someone owned by someone else; a slave has no rights, she’s totally 
exploited for her labour by those who have literally bought her with money.  
  

No one is that kind of save voluntarily.
  

Jesus is using the word ‘slave’ here to emphasize his point.  A follower of Jesus will 
resemble a slave, in his or her humility, and availability to work hard for the well-being 
of others. 
  

It’s clear that Jesus wants dignity and respect for everyone, and this cannot include 
actual slavery. Jesus is calling for true servanthood, which is the opposite of slavery.  
  



So we need to distinguish between servanthood, on the one hand, and servility or 
servitude on the other.  These English words ‘servility’ and ‘servitude’ are very 
expressive:
  

No one should be forced to be ‘servile’ – obsequiously bending over backwards to win 
the favour of some powerful person. This is not about bowing and scraping. This is not 
what Jesus means by service or servanthood. 
  

Jesus himself was not servile.  He was the opposite of a wimp. He stood up to his 
enemies: the scribes and Pharisees, the Sadducees and chief priests, whom he considered
to be exploiters of the people. 
  

He argued fearlessly with these powerful people, even denounced them, and was never 
actually reconciled to them. He so threatened their power, that eventually they used their
influence to have him put to death.  
  

So Jesus was not servile. True servanthood does not mean caving in to everyone’s 
demands or expectations.  True servanthood goes hand in hand with true freedom. 
  

True service to God, true service to others, out of love, actually frees us from servitude 
to conventional social standards; frees us also from our own self-centeredness. 
  

In the service of our liberating, servant Lord, we find true freedom.  
  

Now, to move to our second point:  Ministry, where the church is concerned, is the 
service and servanthood of all the people.  
  

As Christians, we are ALL called to ministry, all called to servanthood.  
  

In fact, it’s possible for almost anyone to regard their work as ministry, or service.  
  

Unfortunately, not everyone loves their work, but almost any kind of work, even boring 
or onerous work, can be seen as a service, as a contribution to others, and to society. 
  

Especially the work of those who work hard, physically, for long hours for little pay, 
should be appreciated and honoured as servants to the rest of us.  
  

Anyone who contributes goods or services of any kind can choose to see their work, 
however humble, as a form of servanthood or ministry. 
  

When work of any kind is done with good cheer, with integrity, honesty, with 
graciousness to customers, clients, and co-workers, it can be seen as ministry or 
servanthood. 
  

But our ministry or servanthood goes beyond daily work. This is true for retired people 
of course, but for everyone in their various relationships. 
    

We are servants to our spouses, our children, our parents.  Caregiving is surely a form of
ministry, if it’s not something forced, but something free and loving. 
  

We can be servants to our friends, doing all we can to be supportive and helpful. 
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We can build up and encourage each other. 
  

Not that these relationships are very serious or sanctimonious; no, they’re more often 
fun and lighthearted and mutually enjoyable.   
  

Then too there’s volunteer work of many kinds.  People serve through hospital 
auxiliaries, lodges, youth organizations, as participants in political parties, 
campaigners in social justice and environmental movements – to name a few forms of 
voluntary service. 
  

Christians can see all of these things as ‘ministry’ – or forms of servanthood.
  

Also, within the specific life and mission of the church, there are, of course, many 
ministries. 
  

Typically we have Sunday School teachers, Bible study leaders.  
  

We have those who care for property, those who handle the money – administrators, 
organizational leaders; also musicians, singers, visitors of the sick, those who reach out 
to folk who are isolated or lonely. 
  

We have those who lead the social justice and charitable outreach of the church. 
  

In East Plains we even have ‘knitters’ – folks who knit beautiful prayer shawls, and 
other useful, beautiful things, which express our care and prayer for people in difficulty. 
  

Indeed intercessory prayer itself is a form of ministry within the fellowship of the 
church. 
    

All of these, and other things I haven’t mentioned, are surely ministries, forms of 
servanthood.
  

One way of speaking of this in the Protestant tradition is “the priesthood of all 
believers.” A concept that comes down to us from the Reformation, five hundred years 
ago.
  

A ‘priest’, especially in the Old Testament, is understood as a go-between, a kind of 
bridge, between God and the people.  A priest offers sacrifices to God, and conveys 
God’s grace to the people. 
  

But at the time of the Reformation, Luther and other leaders insisted that all the 
Christians are ‘priests’, in that all of us can be go-betweens; all can be conveyors of 
God’s grace to one another. All are capable of speaking God’s Word to others.
  

So there’s no need to go to an ordained priest to confess your sins and have them 
absolved. We can confess our sins directly to God, or to any other Christian, who can 
communicate God’s forgiveness. 
  

It’s interesting that the word ‘priest’ is not part of any of the lists of gifts or office 
bearers in the church. 
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When Paul, in his letters, speaks of the various gifts of the Spirit, the word ‘priest’ does 
not occur among them.
  

This is why at the Reformation, Protestants dropped to use the word ‘priest’, and spoke 
instead of ‘pastors’, or ‘ministers’. 
  

This, then, brings us to or third point: the ministry of the ordered or ordained minister. 
  

This too is an important, specific ministry within the life of the church. There are some 
Christian denominations that have no ordained ministers – the Plymouth Brethren, for 
example, and the Quakers.
  

But most of the mainstream denominations – Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, Lutheran, 
Baptist, Mennonite, Presbyterian or Reformed, Methodist, United, Pentecostal, and so 
on, all arose in different times and places, and organized their leadership in various 
ways.
  

Ordination as such, as we practice it, does not appear in the New Testament, but the 
rudiments of it are there, and were present even in earliest churches.
  

We hear of it, for example, in the letter to the Ephesians, that we read this morning: we 
hear that there were apostles – essentially the disciples of Jesus, plus a few others – the 
original founders and leaders of the church. There came a time, of course, when all them
had passed away.    
  

And then, we read that “some are prophets, some evangelists [that is, preachers], some 
pastors and teachers.” 
  

Early in the first century, then, we have the beginnings of what evolved later into various
forms of ordained ministry.  Their task is clear in Ephesians 4:  
  

it is “to equip the saints for the work of ministry.”   
  

The “saints” means all the Christians, all of whom do “the work of ministry,” that is, 
‘diakonos’ – service or servanthood.  
  

So what we call the ordained ministers are meant to be enablers of the ministries of 
others. 
  

Interesting that in a somewhat later text, in I Timothy, we hear of ‘bishops’ (episcopos) –
which means supervisors.  
  

So the church always had, from the earliest times, a particular group of leaders, 
preachers, pastors, teachers.
  

In the traditions that lay behind our United Church, our ancestors wanted to avoid what 
had become in the Middle Ages an oppressive tradition of priests and bishops, and pope,
who had become become an oppressive, ruling hierearchy. 
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So our Protestant founders therefore avoided the terms priest and bishop, and used 
instead the words ‘minister’ or ‘pastor’. 
  

They set up more democratic systems of assemblies, or conferences, presbyteries or 
councils. As we now have a regional council and a General Council. 
  

Perhaps to avoid confusion, it would have been better to use the word ‘pastor’ rather 
than the word ‘minister’ for the ordained ministry. 
  

Everyone in the church is a ‘minister’ (as I’ve said), but not everyone is a ‘pastor’. 
  

A pastor is someone who “equips the saints” – enabling the ministry of others, and has 
come to include worship leadership, preaching, teaching, celebration of the sacraments, 
pastoral care. 
  

So in the United Church, our pastors, such as Rev. Jan McCormick who will be coming 
to us next week, are ordained to a ministry of Word and sacrament, and pastoral care.
  

The  ordained minister, however, is not a special kind of person, not holier than other 
Christians. Ordained ministers all have our own personal weaknesses and flaws, like 
other people. Presumably they are gifted in some special ways, but
    

we do not expect of them a whole different lifestyle, such as celibacy.  Our pastors can 
be married, can be parents, own their own house, and so on. 
  

As you know, I’ve spent much of my working life educating people to be ordained 
ministers. The office has become a well educated profession, and I do believe that, more 
than ever in our time we need ‘professionally’ educated and trained theological 
leadership. 
  

I recall a good line by our former pastor, Al Johnson.  He said: “What’s the difference 
between an ordained minister and a lay person?  The difference is that “ordained 
ministers are paid to be good.  But lay people are good for nothing.” 
  

So, yes, we have a long history of paid, full time, professional ministry, which is a good 
thing.  But it should never be practiced as though it’s more important than all the  other 
ministries.  
  

Ordained ministry exists, in fact, for no other reason than to enable and strengthen the 
ministry of all the people.
  

Now, I must bring this to an end. But there’s one more brief point to be made about 
servanthood.  Though were all called to be servants, we sometimes have to allow 
ourselves to be served. 
  

The disciple Peter had to allow Jesus to wash his feet.  He had to receive the service that 
Jesus was offering.  
  

Sometimes, some people find it difficult to accept the service or care of others.  
Sometimes we’re too proud. 
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It’s a privilege, it’s a position of strength, to be the giver.  
  

But sometimes we need to be the receiver, and to allow others the privilege of giving 
and serving.
  

This is expressed so well in our next hymn:  “Sister, let me be your servant, let me be as 
Christ to you; pray that I may have the grace to let you be my servant too.”    
  

That hymn is #595:  “We are pilgrims on a journey.”  595 in VU.
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